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With a soft pop of burnt air, Sneet reconstituted in a small, rank-smelling cubicle in a room at the back of the building and found themself sitting in the lap of a rotund, white-bearded, middle-aged human male dressed in a crimson suit almost identical to Sneet’s own, clutching a half-full bottle of fluid, with his pants around his ankles. Before the human could cry out, Sneet cocooned him, catching the bottle as it fell. The cocoon writhed on the floor for a moment until the sedatives kicked in. Sneet nodded, then sniffed the open top of the bottle and recoiled. 
<fermented sugars> their implant whispered. <utilised locally as a beverage, as well as an industrial solvent and fuel>
*Frek! Is it lethal?*
<eventually>
*Why was this information not included in the cerebral download?*
<omissions are inevitable—a note has been uploaded to central> 
“Hoy! Stan!”
Sneet looked up. A small, frustrated-looking human male wearing a white shirt with a black tie and slacks stood in the cubicle doorway. The badge pinned to his breast read: HI, MY NAME IS JEREMY. “Just what the heck—?” His expression changed to one of surprise. “Oh, sorry, I thought—I saw you standing there in your Santa suit and just assumed you were Stan, using the loo without closing the door. As usual. Er…do you happen to know where I can find Stan? I was sure I spotted him sneaking in here.” He spied the bottle in Sneet’s hand. “I certainly hope that’s not what I think it is!”
“It is—” Sneet regarded the label on the bottle, “Clan MacGregor Blended Scotch Whiskey, Product of Scotland. But,” they added, noting Jeremy’s expression, “it does not belong to me.”
Jeremy’s shoulders slumped. “Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. So where on earth is Stan? Any idea?”
“Not here.” Too obvious? “He went…outside. Of this building.” Sneet performed a quick sift through the cultural lexicon downloaded to their cortex. “To have a smoke.”
“But…I didn’t see him leave the bathroom.”
Sneet performed another sift. “He…went out of the window.” They pointed towards the small half-open aperture at the top of the wall at the back of the cubicle.
Jeremy’s lip curled. “Again? Frankly, it’s hard to reconcile his apparent skills in parkour with the fact that he’s seldom able to walk in a straight line after lunch.” He glanced at the bottle again. “I’m rather surprised we didn’t hear an explosion when he lit his cigarette. Unless that’s still to come.” His eyes narrowed. “What on earth is that?”
Sneet followed Jeremy’s gaze. Frek! The cocoon! Beneath their human disguise, spinnerets tensed, preparing to spray.
“Good Lord!” Jeremy shook his head despairingly. “What is this, a gosh-darned squat? Cigarettes, alcohol, and now a beanbag? Let me tell you, if we weren’t so gosh-darned busy, and the agency wasn’t so short on Santas this year—” He paused. “You are from the agency, I presume?”
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Screaming. Flashes of laser-fire. Boiling mud explodes around them. G’norr soldiers fly backwards, reduced to gobbets of seared flesh. The metallic odours of copper and burnt chitin flavour the air. Greasy smoke rolls across the front, lending cover to the fungoid horrors stampeding towards them. Crouching low, Sneet glares down the sights of their maser, squeezing off precise shots as fleeting gaps in the smoke reveal glimpses of teeth and claws and the diabolical glow of atomic weaponry. Enemy combatants burst like microwaved optics, the survivors rapidly closing the gap between the two opposing forces. Sneet switches their maser to a sustained beam and rakes it across the oncoming horde, flaying tissue from cartilage, until the battery drains and dies. Dropping the weapon, Sneet stands and unsheathes the long razorglass blade at their waist as the slathering monsters bear down upon the remaining g’norr troops—
“Well??”
Sneet blinked. “I—apologies, Fleetlord. Could you repeat, please?” The screams of dying soldiers still echoed in their hindbrain. 
Kevlaar fixed Sneet with a cold stare. “I said…you will accept the mission?” It was barely a question; more a traditional invitation to comply. 
Sneet glanced at the light-up display on the conference table in front of them. “Operation Santa?”
Kevlaar waited expectantly.
Refuse! a tiny voice in Sneet’s hindbrain whispered. You are no longer a soldier. You are a farmer. This will take you away from skutcharvest, and if you are not there to oversee the skuttering—
Unthinkable! interrupted the part of Sneet’s mind forged by race and duty and fire. Refusal is never an option!
—the smell of burning bodies clogs their olfactory pits— 
Frek!
It was being back in this damned place that was causing the flashbacks, Sneet thought; the cold metal underfoot, the overbearing self-importance of military leadership, all awakening the old soldier within. Reactivating the loyal drone. Reviving memories of battle and brutality and bloodshed that Sneet had long kept repressed simply to be able to function post-service.
Hating themself, Sneet bowed their cranium, taking the opportunity to scan the mission specifications. It was the most basic outline they had ever seen, little more than broad planetary specs and a brief explanation of mission goals. Why me? they wondered bitterly. Dragged from retirement, right in the middle of the most important season of the solar cycle! Surely they have mega-legions of younger, faster, more capable operatives available? They must, at the very least, have plenty of less damaged candidates than I… “Of course, Fleetlord. I…accept.” They hesitated. “But, with the greatest respect, a minor query?”
Kevlaar nodded impatiently, leaning back in their web at the other end of the table. “Anticipated. No, you are not being recommissioned. For the purposes of this mission, you shall remain a ‘civilian volunteer’. You will, however, be compensated for your input.”
A clawshake from one of the minor Systemlords, in other words, Sneet thought sourly. And not at all what I was wondering…
“Now,” Kevlaar continued, pointing a claw towards Sneet’s display, “you will note this incursion does not follow standard procedure.” They paused. “I do not suppose you can recall the last time that occurred?”
Sneet made a gesture to indicate they could not, skimming over the specs as they scrolled down their display. A non-military incursion? What did that even mean? How could subjugation of the indigenous population—reportedly still reliant upon fossil fuels, and indulging in intraspecies warfare—require anything other than an armed invasion when—
Sneet blinked in confusion. “Apologies Fleetlord, but…a Level Three civilisation? Surely not?”
Kevlaar nodded slowly. “Confirmed by Central. The indigenes should qualify as mere animals. Yet these particular animals have somehow developed atomic and wireless technologies, and even primitive spaceflight, hence the seemingly undeserved classification. Indeed, their technology is broadly compatible with our own, and their existing infrastructure can easily be adapted to our requirements, all of which offers a monumental saving of time, effort and finances—and which, frustratingly, is why we cannot simply obliterate this civilisation from orbit. Furthermore, while we outclass these wretched primates in most respects, our surface-level offensive capabilities are far too closely matched for comfort, which is why a military incursion is out of the question…” They trailed off, glaring at their own display.
There was a short silence, as Sneet considered how to frame their next query in a sufficiently respectful manner. “Begging your pardon, Fleetlord,” they said eventually, “but—with the very greatest respect—even taking into account the value of the local infrastructure, why would Central seek to claim this world in the face of such inconvenience?” 
Kevlaar pointed again towards Sneet’s display. “Subsection five.” 
Sneet scrolled down to the specified information, then reluctantly nodded their understanding. This world was cited as being ideally and uniquely placed to become the primary forward operations base to facilitate expansion into this entire quadrant of the galaxy, and was thus unarguably vital to the ongoing advancement of the G’norr Dominion. But with such staggering complications preventing the use of standard protocols, how—?
Sneet scrolled further. “Apologies, Fleetlord, but I am not familiar with the incursion protocol cited here.”
Kevlaar nodded. “Unsurprising. The ‘Deity’ protocol has not been employed for many hundreds of cycles. It is an exercise in theatrical nonsense, in my opinion, but has proven successful when required, according to military records. However, to add yet another inconvenience to the list, in this instance we are unable to action the protocol as it currently exists because these primates follow so many distinct and divergent ideologies, with each aggressively opposed to the others, that it completely undermines our ability to infiltrate and conquer by masquerading as a single local deity. This is also why we are unable to impose mass cerebral reprogramming from orbit: the locals are simply too individualistic. And setting up full-sized reprogrammers at ground level is out, as local forces would undoubtedly engage long before activation would be possible. Thus, the process must be applied in person, one on one.”
One on one?? 
Sneet opened their mouth to express disbelief. Kevlaar gave them a look. Sneet shut their mouth.
“The extreme value of the planet demands this level of effort,” Kevlaar declared. “To this end, operatives will each be equipped with newly-developed, miniaturised cerebral reprogrammers—re-education units—which Central assures us are fully suited to the extreme restrictions of the mission, despite their correspondingly reduced capacity.”
Schematics for the REUs flashed up on Sneet’s display. Will these units even be able to tap into the Ego of a species still so developmentally close to being Id-driven animals? Sneet wondered. Surely they will simply shake off the effects of the algorithm as easily as any dumb beast would!
They read on as further information scrolled across the display.
What? WHAT?? 
‘Given the reduced capacity of the REUs, each indigenous subject will require additional personalised reinforcement and embedding of subliminal directives by the supervising operative via cerebral link to their REU, to suit the inferred requirements of the individual subject.’
Frek! Sneet thought incredulously. But that will take—!
‘Completion of mission estimated at twenty-five local solar cycles.’
FREK!! A full-scale physical military takeover would probably take less than a single cycle!
Kevlaar shot Sneet a look that seemed almost sympathetic. “Be assured, I have expressed to Central my doubts regarding the information you have just noted. But I have been reminded that all previously encountered Level Three civilisations were securely bound by the rationality of Ego rather than by the animalistic Id, so even these downsized processors will be able to access the higher cerebral functions of the indigenes.”
Sneet nodded unhappily.
“All these obstacles aside,” Kevlaar continued, “there is one small ray of starlight peering out from behind the eclipse. The sub-deity for which the operation has been named holds ideological significance for almost forty-five per cent of the indigenous population, and younglings of that percentage are indoctrinated into this ideology also, primarily as a means of behavioural control, which our incursion takes full advantage of.”
Sneet nodded again, then hesitated.
“Yes?” Kevlaar asked tersely.
Sneet cringed slightly. “Humblest apologies, Fleetlord. Please know that I intend no disrespect with this query but—honoured though I am to have been considered for this mission—”
“For Freksake! Out with it!”
Sneet took a deep breath. “Well, Fleetlord…I cannot help but wonder…why? Specifically, why me? That is,” they added hastily, “to speak plainly—and I am sure my military records will support me on this—I was never promoted to any rank beyond squadleader, and I cannot imagine that my combat experience lends itself to covert operations of this type. Additionally, I was retired from service a very long time ago, so—”
“I agree,” Kevlaar interrupted.
There was a long silence.
“I have also looked over the psychological evaluations from your time in service, as well as your ongoing post-discharge assessments.”
Another silence.
“There was a time, deep in our past, when veterans with such levels of post-combat neurosis would have been euthanised to minimise risk to society. However, Central, in their infinite wisdom, considers you an essential addition to this operation…despite your involvement being another aspect of the mission about which I have raised concerns. They have, in fact, described you as—” Kevlaar consulted their display again, “—an ‘instinctive incursion specialist’ owing to your ‘highly developed empathic and learning abilities’, placing you in the highest percentile of surviving military personnel with regards to your ability to negotiate unfamiliar environments and interspecies communication. Put simply, Central views you as the best of the best, with the numerous commendations, promotions and career opportunities offered to you during and since your service cited as supporting evidence.” 
Kevlaar paused then leaned forward, their expression darkening. “I, however, believe you to be a liability. A uniquely gifted soldier who actively declined all honours and advancements? At best, you have clearly never had any inclination towards self-improvement, which disgusts me. At worst you are a coward. Or perhaps even a traitor, unwilling to extend yourself for the benefit of the Dominion.”
Sneet kept their cranium bowed, but their mandibles flexed in barely repressed anger. All I ever wanted was to be a farmer, working the land and livestock alongside my family. But the war machine of Central rolls over everything, chewing up citizens and spitting out soldiers, any notable aptitudes repurposed as weapons. My skills could have been directed into a role
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